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Redressing Ecological Poverty Through Participatory Democracy:
Case Studiesfrom India

Abstract: For the rural poor —who depend above all the land for their survival —a
central development challenge is to sustain a base of natural capital that can support a
robust local economy. In India, government mismanagement of forests, grazing lands,
and water resources has often alienated rural people and exacerbated resource
degradation. This paper shows the potential to reverse these trends when local people
gain control over natural resources and manage them through systems of participatory
democracy. Four case studies from semi-arid, hilly regions of Indiaillustrate how
democratic control of natural assets can lay the basis for ecological restoration and
sustainable livelihoods.



Introduction

In many parts of the developing world, poverty is not so much about alack of money but about
alack of naturd resources. The mgority of people live off the land, and prosperity means plenty
of water, crops, animas, and timber. For the rura poor, improving the gross nature product is
far more important than increasing the gross national product (Agarwa 1985). The chdlenge
isto build abase of natural capita that can support arobust local economy.

A rurd village is a tiny ecosystem, held in fine baance. Such findy tuned systems are fragile,
however, and easly damaged. Of some four billion people living in 114 developing countries,
more than 25 billion live in rurd areas, and of these gpproximately one hillion are poor,
according to the International Fund for Agriculturd Development. Less than hdf the rurd
population has access to safe drinking water, and even less have irrigation water to sustain
agriculture. Almogt athird of the people in the developing world have a life expectancy of just
40 years (IFAD 1992).

In its 1992 report, Sate of World Rural Poverty, IFAD notes that while severa developing
countries have made progress in reducing the percentage of people in poverty, the absolute
number of rura poor has increased. The report concludes that the “trickle-down™ approach has
not worked, or at least it has not worked enough.

This paper presents four case sudies from India in which rurd communities succeeded in
mobilizing natural and human capitd to vastly improve their circumstances. These cases soesk
to the enormous potentid for generating economic wedth and wel-being through proper
management of naturd resources. It is remarkable how quickly a dedtitute, ecologicaly
devadtated village can transform into a green and prosperous one, especidly in regions where a
large share of natural resources are held as common property.

The sudies dl come from the hill and plateau regions of India, with climates that are semi-arid to
sub-humid (500 mm to 1,250 mm of ranfdl per year). In dl cases, a sgnificant share of
resources is held in common. From the colonia era until recently, however, they were managed
by government agencies. Over time, local communities became dienated from these resources,
and the government failed to manage them wdl. As a result, they suffered dl the indignities of
open-access property regimes outlined in Garrett Hardin' s tragedy of the commons.

In these regions, water harvesting and integrated land-water management are critica issues that
require joint solutions above the leve of the individua forum. These issues are not new to India
or to many other parts of the developing world. The art and science of ‘ collecting water where it



fdls is an ancient but ‘dying wisdom’ which needs to be revived to meet modern freshwater
needs adequately, equitably, and sustainably, and needs to be modernised with inputs from
science and technology.

Water harvesting means capturing the rain where it fdls, or capturing the run-off in one's own
village or town. This can be achieved in a variety of ways. by capturing runoff from rooftops;
by capturing runoff from loca catchments through the congtruction of smadl check dams, by
capturing seasond floodwaters from loca streams and retaining them in smdl reservoirs, or by
conserving water through watershed management, so as to reduce runoff losses. Locd leve
cooperation is often criticad to success, since check dams, reservoirs, and watershed
management cannot be accomplished by individuas acting in isolation.

In each of the case studies, communities have succeeded in restoring the environment because
they have been able to gain sgnificant control over natura resources and to manage them
through a system of locd, participatory democracy. As natura capita began to grow, so did
community spirit, and villagers saw that they had a great sake in managing their assets wisdly.
Such grassroots involvement is criticd to a sustainable economy.

I. Principlesfor Rebuilding Natural Assets
A Holistic Approach

Resource management must be comprehensive, taking into account al the resources of avillage:
grazing lands, tree and forest lands, croplands, water systems, and domestic animals. Often rurd
development efforts fater because they are fragmented. A government agency that builds ponds
and tanks, for ingtance, will fail to congder whether land-use practices in the village protect the
catchment of these tanks. Likewise, agencies that look after anima husbandry and promote
dairy operations often pay little attention to increasing fodder supply.

Environmental management will succeed a the locd leve only if the community is mobilized and
given power. Environments vary enormoudy from one settlement to another, and a centrd
organization cannot be sendtive to the variations. Though migration to towns has eroded
villagers interest in their immediate environment to some degree, they are dill more familiar than
anyone with ther own environment and with the socid and politicd dynamics of thar
community. Government agencies can help, particularly by setting up alega framework for loca
control.

Each village must come up with its own plan, one which addresses not only the nature of loca
resources, but dso the interests of various socio-economic groups and the interplay of private
and common property. Productivity of private resources often depends on the productivity of
commonly held ones. While a watershed may be held in common, for example, the water



harvested from it will &ffect the yield of private crop lands. Smilarly, grass from a common
pasture helps sustain private animds.

A restoration program should set in motion a series of benefits that unfold over the years. In the
cases sudied in this paper, the first step usudly is water conservation, which provides for more
irrigation water, which in turn makes more grass grow, which provides more feed for animas.
Gradually, fodder production increases, as do timber resources from the tree and forest lands.

Property Rights

Ecogeneration depends on laws that give the community the right to improve its common natura
resources. Many palitica reformers have focused on reform of private land ownership, working
to redigtribute property from rich to poor. Such land reform is an important strategy in places
where mogt of the land is privatdy held and many people are landless, as in the floodplains of
the Ganges Vdley. In other places, however, a large share of the land is held in common,
usudly under state ownership. Such is the case in the hill, mountain, arid and semi-arid regions
of India There the main task is to reform the control and management of common land. This
may require legidation that divests government agencies of control, even if they continue to own

the property.

Asardlein India inequdity tends to increase as we move from the hills and mountains to the
plains, from non-irrigated aress to irrigated ones, and from arid regions to humid ones. In the
places where water is rdatively abundant, most land is privatized, and the ownership is highly
concentrated. In generd, the more equa societies are the ones that depend more on common
lands than on private property. The cases in this paper dl come from the less divided regions of
the county, where common property is the main target for reform.

Without direct control over common property, no village can redly take care of it. In Indig,
where the government owns most of the common resources, villages have logt interest in
environmental protection, leading to massve abuse of foredts, grazing lands, and loca water
systems. The case studies in this paper are testimony to the potential to reverse such neglect
when people are given a stake in the benefits of proper management and are encouraged to
take the initiative.

I nstitutions for Democr acy

Participatory democracy is critical for ecologicd regeneration. Environmental management
requires cooperation and discipline. Villagers have to refrain from grazing ther animds in the
protected commons. They must conserve the catchments of their local water bodies. They must
digribute produce from common lands equitably. Villagers can achieve dl this only if they have
loca inditutions that promote equity and unity. The whole community will work together only if
everyone dands to benefit. With srong locad leadership and suiteble inditutions, rurd
communities have shown that they can unite to manage their resources.



In India, the best modd for a village inditution is the Gandhian concept of a gram sabha, an
assembly of dl adults in the village. Through a gram sabha, every family can have a say in
decisons. In settings where ownership of resources is highly concentrated, participatory
democracy helps to ease the inequity. Such is the case in the humid plains, where most of the
natural resources have been privatized, so that a few own mogt of the land, while most own
nothing. The idea that government bureaucracies can mediate between the powerful and the
poor at the village level has proved to be a chimera. The powerful have aways co-opted the
bureaucracies.

Public forums work much better than eected village councils. Public assemblies take place in
open view, introducing accountability and confidence in decisions. Decisons by a smal coterie
of leaders, even if dected, rardy engenders trust and cooperation among the less powerful
members of the community.

Where more than one village shares a common resource, such as a forest, stream, or
watershed, the settlements need an additiond inditution to make joint decisons. Severd village
watershed committees may need to come together into a common river parliament to manage a
gream flowing through their communities.

So far, Indialacks alegd framework to give gram sabhas the power that they need. In India,
non-governmental groups pressured the national government in the early 1990s to provide a
grong role for gram sabhas in its Panchayati Raj Act, a bill to drengthen decentrdised
systems of governance. But the advocates did not prevail, and the law that passed fails to

promote participatory democracy.

The law provides for dected councils, or gram panchayats, to represent clusters of villages.
The panchayats have authority to implement schemes for rurd development. The law requires
regular elections and reserves seats for certain groups. It dso mandates a finance commission to
oversee the council’ s spending.

The flaws in the legidation are many. While the people dect their representatives, the Sate
legidatures actudly retain power over the panchayats and have the authority to dissolve them.
This arrangement sets the stage for politica patronage and sycophants rather than public
accountability.

The representative government indtituted by the legidation is aweek form of democracy. Firdly,
panchayats are the products of village factiondism, accentuated by eectord politics and
generdly dominated by the more powerful in the village. Secondly, panchayats are just too far
removed from the grassroots to be effective agents for naturd resource management. A
panchayat usudly covers severd villages. On average, there are about three villages per
panchayat, but in some areas there are many more. In the eastern state of Assam, for instance,



there are 29 villages on average per panchayat, and in Orissa and West Bengd there are about
11.

The panchayat meets as a closed forum and 0 is not truly accountable to the villagers. Closed
meetings set the stage for corruption by village leaders, petty bureaucrats and paliticians.
Panchayat leaders, in league with locd officids, can easly sphon off mogt of the benefits of
programs. In most cases, villagers are not even aware of the projects that the government has
approved.

The panchayats have taken an active role in rura development in many States. But because
they fall to genuingly represent the interets of the community a large, ther role in resource
management is margina and in mogt cases dedtructive. As a result, non-governmental groups
invariably bypass the panchayats adtogether to do their work and instead cregte new village
forums alowing open ddiberations. Even where governments have been the prime actor in rura
regenerdion, they have found it more effective to create new village ingtitutions than to work
with the panchayats The state government of Madhya Pradesh has smply excluded the
panchayats from its land and water management programs and has instead given power and
funding to the informd village assamblies.

In response to public pressure, the Panchayati Raj Act established the gram sabha as an
entity. But the law leaves it to date legidatures to define the gram sabha’'s powers. Gram
sabhas have been able to thrive in some areas even in the absence of such legdly defined
powers. However, nationd legidation to strengthen the village assembly is criticd to promoting
natural resource management throughout the country.

Funding

Poor communities need financid assstance to get sarted in rebuilding natural capita. Funds
from the state or some other source can be critical in mobilizing villagers to invest time and
energy in developing a plan for resource management. The community must have control over
the funds.

Even asmdl pool of funds can often be quite effective, mobilizing villagers to contribute their
own free labor and resources to the community and cregting an upward spira. As the village
gartsto build its common naturd assets, the commons will support economic growth throughout
the community by supplying food, fuel, fodder, raw materids for artisans, and other resources.
Over time, the village itsdf often can raise subgantid sums of money to invest in its land and
water systems.

II. Four Case Studies of Ecological Revival



Following are four case studies of rurd villages in India that have transformed themselves from
ecologica poverty to sustainable economic wedth. Most people in the areas studied have small
patches of land and are poor. All depend on common lands for their surviva. Such villages
present an advantage for reviving the economy, in that the villagers have an immediate stake in
cooperation.

The firgt case is that of Sukhomgri, a village in the sub-Himaayan range in north India The
second is Ralegan Siddhi, a village in the state of Maharashtra. The reform initiatives in these
two villages are now more than 20 years old, offering a view of how natura assets can build
over time. The third sudy, from the dry and hilly Alwar region of Rgasthan Sate, follows
changes which began more than 12 years ago.

In these three cases, the impetus for reform came from outsde the government. The
experiments received much attention, but sceptics dismissed them as extraordinary successes
that could not be widely replicated. Then, in 1996, the state of Madhya Pradesh initiated a
statewide program for watershed development based on the model of Radegan Siddhi. This
fourth case shows that with enough political will, ecologica regeneration can be widespread.

The studies demondtrate that ecorestoration is possible even in highly degraded lands, reviving
the local economy and aleviating poverty. These successes have depended on both good
technology and good palitics, that is, community involvement and contral.

In dl of these cases, communities pressed for rights over state-owned property. As the common
resources became more productive, so did private ones. Improved management of the common
watershed led to increased irrigation and thus a better yield from private farmlands. Revived
forests yielded more fodder, and thus better results from private livestock.

Case 1. Holistic Watershed Management in Sukhomajri

The hamlet of Sukhomgri was once like any other village in the foathills of the Shivdik
Mountains. sparsdly vegetated, with poor farm land, and a great ded of soil eroson and runoff.
As crop yields were uncertain, villagers traditiondly kept herds of livestock as a safeguard.
Open grazing by the livestock kept the surrounding hills and watersheds bare.

The Shivaiks are naturdly susceptible to erosion, but their condition deteriorated rapidly after
the British took control of the region in the 19th century and began heavy logging in the area.
Forests soon gave way to clay-covered banks and boulders in the upper catchments of the
rivers (Franda 1981).

The British recognized the danger of erosion and in 1902 passed the Land Preservation Act,
which closed some lands to grazing and provided for various soil conservation measures, such
as contour bunds, gully plugs and tree planting. But the erosion continued gpace because people
had no dternative but to graze their animals on these lands. The colonid government made no



atempt to involve people in the management of these lands, and invariably intruded into the
traditiond land use systems. This resulted in the totd dienation and oppostion to the
conservation measures being taken by the foreign government. Unfortunatdly, the independent
Indian State has continued with these policies. In 1976, the Nationd Commisson on
Agriculture, darmed by the Stuation, again recommended soil conservation measures. But the
people were determined to let their animals graze, and again the conservation efforts failed.

By the 1970s, the man-made Sukhna Lake, surrounded by the Shivaik Mountains, was filling
up with slt. Sediment was pouring into the lake from the denuded forest lands around it. The
lake was the main water supply for the city of Chandigarh, the joint cgpital of Haryana and
Punjab. City officids became darmed and consdered digging a new lake. They asked for a
gudy from the government’s Centra Soil and Water Conservation Research and Training
Indtitute. Researchers a the ingtitute found that the vast mgority of the eroson was from a
higher catchment area and was concentrated in pockets of severe erosion, including the little
village of Sukhomajri, 15 kilometers upsiream from Sukhna lake. The hills there were cut into
pieces by tdl, bare, verticad walls. The researchers redized that Sukhomgri was their sarting
point for saving the lake.

Ecological poverty in Sukhomajri

The research team arrived in Sukhomgri to find a settlement of just 59 families, mostly poor
shepherds with smdl, drought-stricken plots of land to farm. The village was homogeneous in
terms of caste. Thirty-seven families owned less than one hectare, and 20 families owned one to
two hectares. (A hectare is 2.47 acres.) Only two families owned more land (Mishra 1980). All
together, individuas owned a little more than haf of the land, and nearly hdf was panchayat
land, or community land. Over the years, villagers had encroached on the community land to
cultivate it.

The village had no source of irrigation. The annud rainfdl of 1,137 mm came dmost entirely
during the four monsoon months. Because their land was sparse and not very productive, the
villagers were steedily forced to cultivate inferior wastelands. They had begun to plant even on
steep dopes, exposing the land to further erosion. In 1968, severd acres of land had plunged
13 to 15 meters into a gorge a one end of the village, and since then the precipice of the gorge
had been moving closer to the village, destroying more cultivated fields each year. Meager crop
yidds forced the villagers to keep a large number of goats and other animas to supplement
incomes. The village faced an acute shortage of fodder and in most years had to import whest
graw from other villages.

The indtitute team tried to implement soil and conservation measures in the village, but residents
ressted. One villager told P.R. Midhra, the indtitute director, “The people of Chandigarh are
very rich. We will continue to send mud and they will continue to remove it. We are poor and
have no other way to survive but to graze our animas and get some milk” (Agarwa and Narain
1990).



S0 villagers continued to take their animals to graze in the watershed. Residents destroyed soil
conservation structures, bresking check dams and brushwood dams. They took the piles of logs
and twigs used for the brushwood dams home to burn. For a time, the conservation team
doggedly continued work, planting trees and building more check dams along with staggered
contour trenches and grade stabilizers. But the people continued to undermine the efforts.

Water isthe starting point

Then came aturning point. In 1976, indtitute scientists built a smdl earthen dam to sem erosion
by diverting water into a reservoir. The following year, the rains falled and the whesat crop was
withering. Villagers asked the scientidts if they might use water from the reservoir. With the
stored water, they were able to save crops close to the dam site.

Villagers and scientists alike saw the potentid of the dam. Daulat Ram, an enterprisang villager,
showed the indtitute saff another good ste for a dam, this time an irrigation dam and not just a
s0il conservation structure. A second dam was built in early 1978 with support from the Ford
Foundation. An underground pipeline was laid to take water to the fields, and undulating terrain
was levdled in order to maximize the benefits from irrigation. Farmers willingly shared the cost
of levdling with the agency. One farmer sold two goats on the spot to pay for the work.

Stll, the water did not get to everyone. Only haf the village was prospering. The arable land in
the village was divided into two parts by the village road, and the water conveyance system
benefited only the land on one side. A few farmers started to irrigate water-intensive crops like
paddy and sugarcane, even though the project was supposed to provide only modest,
supplementd irrigation. Furthermore, the water was digtributed through a government officid
who had started taking bribes.

The village became divided. Resentful villagers without access to the water kept grazing in the
watershed, continuing to undermine efforts to stop eroson. When Madhu Sarin, a socia worker
employed by the Ford Foundation, asked the women about the benefits of the dam water, one
responded bluntly, “What water? We do not get any water. It is given to a few and that dso in
exchange for a bottle of liquor.”

A severe drought in 1979 killed the unirrigated maize crop, while the irrigated crops survived.
Tensons mounted. At a village meeting, a woman whose family lacked water said she would
like to see the dam break and threatened sabotage (Mishraand Sarin 1987).

Equity becomes a prerequisite
There was only one solution: make sure everyone got a share of the water. In early 1980, a

meeting of village households was cdled in Sukhomgri to resolve this issue.  After some
discussion, the villagers decided that dl families would get an equa share of water, regardless of



where they were Stuated or how much land they had. The villagers established a water users
associdion to maintain the dams and digtribute the water. Each family was represented in the
asociation. Water was sold to each household a a nominal charge to meet maintenance costs.
Pipes were laid to digtribute the water throughout. Under the rules of the association, a member
whose cattle were found grazing in the watershed stood to lose his or her right to water.
Households with little or no land could make use of their entitlement by sharecropping or by
sdling their water to others. These arrangements ensured that each family had a vested interest
in protecting the watershed.

Cooperation was immediate. The village did not have to build awall or a trench to protect the
vadt catchment area. As crop yields improved, people sold their goats and started feeding their
buffaloesin gtals. The goat population decreased from 206 in 1977 to only 32 by 1983 (Mittd,
Agnihotri, and Madhukar 1983).

The water users association, later renamed the Hill Resource Management Society, was critical
to the extraordinary turnaround in Sukhomgri. At fird, every head of household in the village
was a member of the society. A decade later, in the interest of a voice for women, the
membership expanded to include al adult resdents, and the bylaws were amended to require a
least two women on the managing committee (Sarin 1996).

The village assembly was given power to recdl any member of the managing committee by a
magority vote. This crucid clause put power in the hands of the mgority and ensured

participatory democracy.

The society provided a forum for the villagers to discuss problems, manage the loca
environment, and ensure discipline anong members. The society made sure that no household
dlowed its animals to graze in the watershed. In return, it ensured a fair digtribution of weter,
wood, and grass.

The forest

Providing water to the village was the fird critica step in regenerating the environment around
Sukhomgjri. The second was to give villagers some control over forest land in the area. Indid's
forests, owned by the government, make up 22 per cent of the land in the country. They are an
important source of grass and wood. Villagers have limited rights to these areas. Grazing or
collecting fodder and firewood is illega but widespread, as villagers generadly have no stake in
the sustainable management of the lands.

For every hectare of cultivated land, Sukhomgri had limited rights over about five hectares of
nearby forest land. The forest department would auction the right to cut grass to a contractor.
The contractor would then sdll grassto villagers during the November-to-June cutting season.



As the condition of the watershed improved, so did the condition of the forest, and residents
thought they were entitled to some of the benefits. In 1985, after a protracted struggle, the
forest department agreed to give joint grass-cutting rights to Sukhomgri and the neighboring
village of Dhamaa. The village societies would pay a royaty based on the average return that
the land had produced for the forest department in previous years Mishra and Sarin 1987).
The village would in turn charge individuals a seasond fee to cut grass. Now the village had a
geke in improving the forest.

The village s&t a charge of 100 Rupees (equivaent, at the time, to roughly US $8)* to those who
migrated for work and Rs. 150 ($12) to villagers who worked in the village. Widows and
families facing hardships were not charged at al. In the first year done, the village earned a net
profit of more than Rs. 5,000 ($400), double the royalty it paid to the forest department
(Mishraand Sarin). And instead of paying fees to a contractor, the villagers paid fees to their
own society, which used the proceeds to generate more resources for the community. The
village was &ble to plant more grass on the catchment, providing for more fodder and in turn
more milk. This “cyclic development” of resources, as P.R. Mishra cdls it, could continue to
build the naturd resource base of the village.

One of the most notable gains to the village came with new rights over a particular type of grass
known as bhabbar. This grass, which grows in the forested watershed, is extremely fibrous and
is widdy used for making ropes and paper. As the environment improved, the growth of this
grass increased manifold. In 1986, after a great ded of pressure, the village societies of
Sukhomagjri and Dhamada won rights from the forest department to harvest bhabbar grass in
return for a roydty. The society in Sukhomgjri raised the money for the roydty through an
informd loan, then repaid it by hiring a subcontractor in the first year. The following yesr,
villagers harvested 150 tons of bhabbar and regped the profits directly.

To date, villagers 4ill lack the right to harvest the most vauable asset that the forest supplies:
trees. Among the mogst prized variety is the khair tree. Harvested at sustainable levels, these
trees could generate proceeds of about Rs. 30 million ($700,000 at the current exchange rate) a
year (Dhar 1997). The income could be even greater if the village were to set up an enterprise
using the trees to make a condiment caled katha.

Economic impact

The economy of Sukhomajri has made extraordinary gains snce environmenta reforms began in
the 1970s. Crop yields went up. Grass and tree fodder from the forest have soared, fuding milk

! We have cdculated each U.S. dallar figure based on the exchange rate in the year for which
the corresponding Rupee amount is specified. The vaue of the Rupee has falen steadily agangt
the dollar over the past 25 years. In the late 1970s, 10 Rupees equdled one dollar. By 1999,
43 Rupees equdled one dollar. In covering a period of severd years, we have caculated the
average exchange rate for that period.

10



production. Brick and cement have replaced thatch and mud for houses, and most homes boast
televisons, radios, dectric fans, and sewing machines. “Who could imagine that televisons,
tractors, and bicycles could be had for mere grass and water?’ asks a villager. Annua
household income has increased consderably, and the village has turned from an importer to an
exporter of food.

A pooling of public, private, and community investment and effort has produced, according to
one andysis, an annud interna rate of return of the order of 19 per cent (Chopra, Kadekodi
and Murthy 1990). One of the most impressive results has been the trandformation of Sukhna
lake: the flow of sediment into the lake has dropped by more than 90%. The government now
saves Rs. 7.65 million ($200,000) each year in dredging and other costs. The villagers have
received no compensation for this‘ pogtive externdity.’

Progressin Sukhomajri

Thevillage of Sukhomgri has seen the following improvements in its economy
gnce it undertook environmental reformsin the mid-1970s.

? Crops: The yidd rates of wheat and maize, the two main staples,
increased by more than 50 per cent between 1977 and 1986.

? Grass: Grass production rose 75-fold, from 40 kg per hectare in
1976 to 3 metric tons per hectare in 1992.

?  Milk: With more fodder avalable from the forest, villagers have
shifted ther livestock from goats to buffao. The number of goas
dropped from 246 to 10 from 1977 to 1986, while the number of
buffaoes rose from 79 to 291. As aresult, daily milk production rose
from 334 litersto 579 liters.

? Trees: In the watershed, the number of trees increased dmost 100
times, from 13 per hectare to 1,292 per hectare, between 1976 and
1992.

The village at a crossroads

1



Despite this great transformation, Sukhomgjri stands in a precarious position today. As the land
generates more wedth, al of the parties have a growing stake in obtaining their share. The
village has regenerated the forest, but the government has refused to give more than 25 per cent
of timber proceeds to the community. Meanwhile, the neighboring town of Dhamaa has sought
to expand itsrights to forest resources.

Sukhomagjri has been in protracted struggles with both the forest department and Dhamada

At the outset, Dhamdaand Sukhomgjri shared the forest resources. But their interests were not
the same. As a village of animd herders, Sukhomgri relied heavily on grass for fodder.
Dhamada, on the other hand, is a village of mostly landowners, who would rather sl bhabbar
grass to paper mills. In the early 1990s, conflict between the settlements erupted. Villagers in
Dhamda dleged that the bhabbar grass was darting to decline because the villagers of
Sukhomagri were using the first flush for fodder.

Before any officids were able to confirm the clam, the forest department banned the cutting of
grass for fodder (Mahapatra 1998). The move was a clear satement in favor of the money
economy over the subsistence economy, the gross domestic product over the gross nature
product. Villagers accepted the ban but suffered fromit. “We are forced to give our animas dry
fodder even in the monsoon months” says Piai Devi of the village. Left with no option, she
grazes her buffaloes 7 kilometers away from Sukhomgri.

Dhamala is an upper-caste village and so has greater access to the ditist forest department. A
non-governmenta ingtitution called the Tata Energy Research Indtitute (TERI), based in Ddhi,
has a project to asss the forest department in promoting community involvement in watershed
management. Yet TERI has ignored proposas from the Sukhomgri community to resolve
differenceswith Dhamaa TERI and the forest department have imposed their own policy. The
villagers of Sukhomagjri are today so fed up that one of their leaders publicly threstened to burn
down the forest.

Conflict between the towns escdated in 1995 when the forest department divided the land
between the two villages. The villagers of Sukhomgjri felt cheated and argued that Dhamaa got
the portion where most of the grass grows. Dhamaa did enjoy higher grass salesin 1997-98.

On top of the tengons with Dhamada, Sukhomgri is facing other difficulties with the forest
department. As sdles of bhabbar grass have soared, the government has moved to take a huge
share of the profit. In the past, when the forest department leased the land to paper mill
contractors, the contractors paid minima fees. When the village society in Sukhomari first took
over the cutting rights in 1985, the charges were smilar. In 1988, with the land much improved
and bhabbar production much higher, the department decided to increase its fees by 7.5% a
year.

Recently, however, the government has moved to take a much larger portion of the grass
profits. Under the current scheme, in place since 1997, the village society must pay not only



lease fees but dso income and sdles taxes, then turn over 25% of after-tax profits. Another
40% of the balance goes into two accounts designed to promote development of the village and
forest (see Table 1). But forest officids concede that they have not yet charted out how they will
use the village development fund and so have yet to spend any of it. After dl is said and done,
lessthan hdf of theincomeis left for digribution to the villagers (M ahapatra 1998).

It is not clear whether the village of Sukhomgri and its enterprisng people will survive the

repercussons of their own success. All depends on whether they will have the power to
determine their own future.
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Tablel: The“Bendfit-Sharing” Formula of Government

(thoss%%%? Dollars

Total bhabbar sales 1997-98 95.0 2,405
Lesslease fees -216 - 550
Net income 734 1,860
Lessincome and sales tax (24.1% of net) - 52 - 133
After-tax income 68.1 1,725
L ess government share (25%) -17.2 - 435
Balance (75%) 51.7 1,310
Lessvillage welfare fund (10%) - 52 - 130
Lessforest development fund (30%) -15.6 - 390
Didribution to villagers of Sukhomgjri 31.0 790

Source: “ Sukhomajri: Development Model.” In State of India’s Environment 1999: Citizens' Fifth Report.
New Delhi: Centrefor Science and Environment.

Case2: Marshaling Government Resourcesin Ralegan

The village of Rdegan Sddhi, in Maharashtra dtate, is a modd for rurd development
nationwide. Ralegan lies in an area so prone to drought that in the past villagers could not rely
on any one crop to succeed (Mahapatra 1997). Irrigation facilities were minimal, covering about
50 hectares of land, and the crop yield averaged barely 1 ton per hectare. With poor soil and
erdic rainfal, the people produced only 30% of the food that they needed to subsst. Some 15
to 20 per cent of the population had enough to eat only one med a day. Most men migrated
seasondly to look for work. The village was in the grip of poverty, moneylenders, and country-
meade liquor (Hazare 1997).

Change began with one inspired individua. It took off when the village figured out how to take
advantage of government programsin away that other communities rarely do.

The story beginsin 1975, when Krishna Bhaurao Hazare, a retired jeep driver from the Indian
amy, returned to his native village. In the 1965 war between India and Pakistan, his transport
unit had been attacked by jets, and he was the lone survivor. Hazare considered this a virtua
rebirth and decided to devote his new life to socid work (Lokur undated).
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Hazare began by rallying around the dilgpidated temple village, damaged by people who would
sted wood from the building to use as fud in didtilling liquor illegdly. Hazare invested his own
money in rehabilitating the temple. As his work proceeded, villagers took interest and offered
donations. Then Hazare suggested that people donate timber from trees lying dong disputed
farm boundaries. Soon ten truckloads of timber landed at the Site, and the temple was revived.

Anna (meaning “big brother”) Hazare, as he was soon called by the villagers, turned his focus
next to faming. He made the rounds of government offices, gathering information about the
various state-gponsored schemes available for rura development. Hazare then decided to start
with watershed devel opment.

Ecological regeneration

The basic principle of watershed management in semi-arid regions is to conserve both soil and
water by planting trees and building water conservation structures. The entire watershed, from
ridge to valey, should be treated so that every drop of rainwater either percolates into the soil
or drains off into awater reservoir.

Hazare organized the villagers to build check dams, and water leves in the village wells soon
began to rise. The village solicited and received funds from the digtrict council to rebuild the
foundation of a faulty percolation tank that the government had indtdled a few years earlier.
Leves rose in the seven wells downgtream. “It was the firg time that during summer Raegan
saw awel with water,” says avillager named Nirmala (Mahapatra 1997). With the construction
of storage ponds, reservoirs, and gully plugs, the groundwater table rose further.

At the same time, the village planted 300,000 to 400,000 treesin and around the village, using a
government forestry program that offered free sgplings and money for labor to plant (Chopra
and Rao 1996). With more irrigation water available, land that once lay falow came under
cultivation, and the total area under farming increased from 630 hectares to 950 hectares.
Yidds of millet, sorghum, and onions increased subgtantialy.

Hazare encouraged the villagers to regard water as a community resource rather than an
individua possession, and to manage the supply judicioudy. The villagers formed a co-operative
to oversee the wells and distribute water equitably. A farmer does not get a second round of
irrigation until dl families have had ther firs. Though there are no formd provisions for landiess
villagers who cannot use their share of the water, farmers are encouraged to compensate those
without land.

Hazare led the sattlement in establishing a village assembly, or gram sabha, to oversee dl

community decisons. The assembly persuaded dl landholders to refrain from cultivating water-
intensive crops, such as sugarcane. With a sustainable supply of water and afair distribution of
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it, farmers can now reliably grow two to three crops a year, and some of the bounty is exported
al theway to Dubai.

| nstitutional dimensions

Asin Sukhomgjri, ecologica regeneration has gone hand in hand with equality and participatory
democracy. To ensure cooperation from the whole community, the village developed dl of its
four watersheds at the same time.

The assembly approves dl initiatives to protect the watershed, and the dected village council, or
gram panchayat, carries them out. The assembly aso oversees a range of registered societies
working on specific concerns. These societies include one for  education, one for youth culture
and socid activities, and one for the welfare needs of women. A society providing technical
assistance to farmers dispenses advice about fertilizers and seeds, organic practices, and getting
financia help. A dairy society provides comparable advice about the dairy business. Before
taking on any new projects, these societies must bring their proposals and cost estimates before
the village assembly. Approval must be unanimous. Thus, the assembly is a tremendous socid
force.

As the village has prospered and people have come to enjoy a surplus, women have joined
together to hep one another financialy. There are seven sdlf-help groups, with 20 members
each, who contribute Rs. 25 (60 cents) to Rs. 100 ($2.40) monthly toward a fund that now
totals Rs. 200,000 ($4,800). Women can obtain loans from the fund at 2% interest to start a
business or attend to some other need.

Rdegan has thrived with a combination of voluntary labor from resdents, money from
government rurd development programs, and more recently, bank loans. By the 1993-94 fiscal
year, the village had invested atota of Rs. 7.5 million ($380,000) in development. Nearly half
of this figure represents the labor of the villagers.

Environment and jobs

In the mid-1980s, amid growing concern for the environment, the government of India sought to
link its rurd employment programs to ecologica regeneration. The main thrust of the initiative
was to put the rura poor to work on state projects that would help to promote land and water
conservation. The state began providing jobs not just to build roads and schoals, but aso to
plant trees, congtruct water percolation tanks, and complete other environmental projects.

Despite good intentions, however, the effort to link jobs with environmenta protection has
largely falled. The main reason is that villages have not been given enough stake in building and
maintaining naturd resources for the long haul. The villagers lack strong community inditutions
and legd rights to manage their assets. Thus new ponds are created to harvest water, but they
continue to have degraded catchments. Earthen dams are built for soil and water conservation,
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but they are of poor quality. In sum, the government generates work, but the work is ultimately
unproductive.

Rdegan Siddhi turned the dtate employment programs on their head. Rather than build
government assets, the village seized an opportunity to build community assets, thet is they
contributed free labour and shared the cost with government. The free labour was  contributed
by the rich and poor — with each individua contributing one day of free labor every 15 days. In
addition, poor villagers were employed to work on these community projects using government
funds. With each new project, the assembly gauges how much labor will be required, and with
the contribution of voluntary labor it is able to bring down the cost of each project. The villagers
identify themsdaves with these projects, and remain involved in their subsequent maintenance.
Having established ownership over what would otherwise have been a dae asst, they have
reason to sustan it.

Looking a Ralegan, some have suggested that state employment programs be restructured to
give communities greater power to control loca resources. But government bureaucracies have
maintained their hold, and widespread community control remains adream. In Raegan, villagers
undertook mogt activities on government land in spite of government agencies, not because of
them.

Raegan recaived no specid preference or extra dlocation from the government. The village was
unusud only in that it took full advantage of the numerous government programs that were
avalable. The settlement received about Rs. 22 lakh ($180,000) through the watershed
development program of the soil conservetion department. The Didtrict Rurd Development
Agency gave funds to build houses for the homeless. Solar energy equipment was indaled
under a project to promote renewable energy. Because the villagers were eager to learn and
were respongive, the UrjaGram Udyog Medha (Rurd Energy Development Centre) installed
solar pands for heating water. Solar cookers were also supplied at subsidized rates. The
Council for Advancement of People's Action and Rurd Technology provided funds for a
windmill to pump water. The socid forestry department also did some work.

Not dl of these initiatives went smoothly from the start, but the village persisted to make them
work. When the forest department falled in an effort to afforest one plot, the villagers and the
agency discussed the problems and tried again, this time with good results. As noted earlier, a
percolaion tank built by the irrigation department in 1972 had failed to store water until the
villagers repaired it. Because the villagers were so involved, they were able to create successes
from numerous state schemes that would have otherwise produced limited results.

Economic impact
By Indian standards, Rdegan Siddhi is a rich village now. By the 1990s, not a Sngle resdent

depended on drought relief programs. Incomes have risen to the point that more than a quarter
of the residents now earn more than 500,000 rupees a year, or over $11,000 (Centre for
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Science and Environment). The village is so prosperous today that a mgor bank has opened a
branch there. Ralegan residents reportedly have private savings of Rs. 30 million, or about
$700,000.

The progressin Ralegan is even more griking in light of the fact that only a million householdsin
India earn more than one million rupees a year, and such people are considered “super rich” by
the Nationa Council of Applied Economic Research.) For a village that was once badly
degraded both economicaly and environmentaly, thisisindeed amiracle.

Case 3. Alwar: Bringing RiversBack to Life

Gopapurais another poor, drought-stricken village, located at the base of the Aravdi Hills in
the Alwar region of Rgjasthan state. The area is semi-arid, and over the years deforestation has
left it devoid of vegetation. Mot of the rain comesin four to five spurts of afew days each, with
severd dry daysin between. All told, the region gets roughly 600 mm of rainfal ayear (Agarwal
undated), and surface water evaporates quickly in the heat. People in the region struggle to
aurvive. Thereis hardly any industry, and most villagers follow the stream of migrantsto citiesin
search of work.

In 1986, with help from alocd voluntary agency, the people of Gopapura built three earthen
Sructures on their fields and grazing lands to collect monsoon rains, irrigate their fields, and
increase percolation in the ground to recharge wells. These structures, caled johads, are based
on traditiond techniques for capturing rainfal. After the water seeps into the soil, farmers can
cultivate theland. (U.N. 1998). Johads can be built across a dope, and sometimes a series of
them are constructed to hold the run-off from one structure to the next.

Gopdpura attracted a good dedl of attention for its johads, and over the next decade, the
voluntary agency, Tarun Bharat Sangh (TBS), helped to build dmost 2,500 water conservation
dructures across some 500 villages in the region (U.N. 1998). TBS supplied certain materids
and equipment, such as cement and diesd for tractors. Villagers were required to contribute
labor and other materids. The totd investment came to Rs. 15 crore ($3.5 million). Despite
their extreme poverty, villagers contributed an astounding 74% of the totd, in cash or in kind.

In each settlement, the village assembly met to plan for the johad. The villagers estimated which
gte would receive the most run-off, what Sze the structure should be, and who would benefit
from it. The assembly set guiddines for digtribution of water, management of the watershed, and
repair of the structure. To protect the watershed, some villages indtituted penaties for cutting
trees or even breaking leaves.

Studies of some of the villages by engineers, socid scientists, and journdists show that the
projects have succeeded overdl. There is no comprehensive study of the region, however, o
there is not much information about variables that made some experiments work better than
others.
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One study looked at 36 of the villages and found a notable increase in groundwater as well as
surface water in the region (Agarwa undated). The study, by G.D. Agarwd, former head of the
cvil engineering department a the Indian Indtitute of Technology, Kanpur, found tha the
groundwater table rose from 10 feet to 24.5 feet.

Agarwa found the structures to be quite cost-effective. The average cost was Rs. 0.95 (2.2
cents) per cubic meter of storage capacity. No state engineering organization would be able to
build water harvesting structures at this price. They were durable, too. In 1995 and 1996, when
intense rainfal washed away numerous structures designed by government engineers, each of
the structures built by the villagers stood the test.

Water conservation has brought new life to riversin the region. The Arvari and Ruparel, which
flow from the Aravdi Hills through hundreds of villages, once dried up each year dfter the
monsoons. But the villagers built more than 250 structures dong these rivers, and year by year,
the flow lagted a little longer. Today, both rivers are perennid. Villagers tak about Arvari’s
reviva asthey would about the birth of a child. Hydrogeologists consider it to be a hydrologica
miracle.

The increase in water has brought improvements in agriculture. The Agarwa study found that
whest production doubled. The villagers il practice subsistence agriculture, but now they have
enough to eat. Some villagers who migrated to cities for work are returning to till lands which lay
fallow for decades.

Struggles with government agencies

As in the case sudies presented earlier, the villagers in the Aravai Hills have had to fight with
the government for control over natura resources. After considerable conflict, they have arrived
a an unwritten undergtanding with state agencies to let them manage the environment.

When Tarun Bharat Sangh (TBS) huilt its firs johads in the village of Gopalpura, the state
irrigation department declared them illegd and asked that they be removed. Under the
Rgasthan Drainage Act of 1956, water resources on private or government land, including
groundweter, belong to the state. The irrigation agency first argued that the structures would
reduce water downstream. Later the agency claimed that these structures could get washed
away and flood villages. The next rains, ironicaly, washed away severd officid sructures, while
the johads built by the people endured. After a protracted resstance from the villagers, the
adminigration finaly backed down (Agarwa and Narain 1989).

When the villagers of Gopal pura planted treesin the catchment of their watershed, they received
a notice that they would be fined, as the land legdly belonged to the state revenue department.
The agency eventudly dropped the fine, though not before taking control of the land and
distributing it to outsde villagers, effectively destroying local control over the loca watershed.
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Similarly, the gate intervened to contral fishing rights in the Arvari River dfter its revivd. In
1996, villagers in the riversde settlement of Hamirpura received notice that the state had given
license to a contractor to fish in the river. The villagers inssted thet the river was theirs, and that
they were entitled to a say in its management. In December 1998, TBS organized a forum on
the issue. Eminent jurists and former bureaucrats preached patience and encouraged the
villagers to work with the government. But one of the authors of this paper, G.D. Agawd,
urged the people to fight for control over their environment. He suggested that villagers living
aong river form their own parliament.

The villagers took Agarwal’s words to heart and in 1999, working with TBS, formed the
Arvari Sansad, or Arvari Paliament, an association of dl the villages dong the river. The
parliament adopted a congtitution and formed two houses, one with a representative from each
village, the second with a representative from each cluster of villages. They appointed a
secretary and st rules and regulations for river management, including restrictions on the type of
crops that could be grown in the river basin and limits on the ingtdlation of tube wells. These
rules for water were critica to ensure equitable distribution of the water and prevent people
from appropriating too much water to cultivate water-intensve crops, such as sugarcane.

On bdance, villagers have scored some remarkable victories in controlling their environment.
Stll, the legd framework remains exclusionary, and nationwide policy changes are needed.

Case 4: Jhabua: When Government Learns

The transformation of Sukhomgjri, Rdegan Sddhi, and villages dong the Arvari are among a
few scattered ingtances of the regeneration of rural ecosystems led by remarkable leaders and
nongovernmenta organizations. As a rule, government efforts in afforestation and watershed
management have never been able to replicate such success, in most cases because they have
been unwilling to hand over enough power to locd communities.

One outstanding exception, however, is the state of Madhya Pradesh. There the government
has promoted watershed management with extengve public participation. Trees are coming up
in Jhabua, a digtrict that looked like a moonscape 15 years ago. Dugwdls are overflowing with
water in an area once chronicaly prone to drought.

The change can be credited in large part to the chief minister of Madhya Pradesh, Digvijay
Singh. Deeply inspired by the work of Krishna Bhaurao Hazare in Rdegan Siddhi, Singh
decided to launch a smilar program across the date after he became minister in 1993. He
established the Rgiv Gandhi Watershed Development Misson (RGWDM), and drew on funds
reedily available from nationd programs for rurd employment (Agarwd and Mahapatra 1999).
Guiddines from the centrd government encourage state governments to use this money for
watershed development, though few states actudly do.



About 22% of Jhabua, covering 374 villages, has been brought under the watershed program.
Across the date, the program has covered nearly 8,000 villages soread over 3.4 million
hectares, or dightly more than one per cent of India’s total land area. The agency has invested
some Rs. 300 crore ($70 million) since it began the program in 1995-96 (Mahapatra 1999).
The cogt of afforesting one hectare has been less than Rs. 1,000 ($23.42), about one fifth the
cost under other government initiatives.

Thetask in Jhabua was to prevent the water that falls on the hilldopes from running off, carrying
away precious topsoil. Once retained, the water would percolate into the land and recharge the
groundweter wells.

Water conservation measures have brought a range of economic and ecologica benefits. A
study of 18 microwatershedsin Jabhua found that the amount of land under irrigation doubled
after four years Agarwa and Mahapatra 1999). (A microwatershed covers about 500 to
1,000 hectares)) Natura streams increased their flow, and agricultural productivity increased.

More than 2 million trees were regenerated. The rate of regeneration far surpassed that of other
lands that have been placed under forest protection programs without accompanying water
conservation. More water increases soil moisture and thus plant growth. In turn, economic gains
are made more quickly.

The biggest and earliest benefit to the loca people has come from the rapid regeneration of
grass, providing more fodder. Some estimates suggest there isfive to Six times as much grass as
there was before the conservation program began. Most people in Jhabua are poor, and while
some own land, most own unproductive livestock that scavenge on the hillsdes. The increased
productivity of the land gives families an incentive to protect the watershed.

Grain banks have brought increased food security, and fewer people are under pressure to
migrate. Villagers have become less dependent on borrowing from moneylenders. Such debt
dropped by 22% in the 18 microwatersheds studied.

| nstitutional dimensions

Jhabua shows what can hagppen when a government serioudy starts working with the people.
The date has created a whole new inditutiond framework, with severd tiers, to ensure that
palicy is coordinated at the state leve, that implementation is coordinated at the didtrict levd,
and that democratic decisons are made at the village level. No ingtitution can guarantee that al
people will participate and benefit equaly. But open, visble government at the locd leve
creates opportunities for al.

Each didrict has a technicd committee made up of digtrict heads from various departments,
including fored,, irrigation, agriculture, indudtries, sericulture, village industry, and womarvchild
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welfare. This cooperation among agencies stands apart from most other states, where just one
agency handles watershed development, and the focus is very narrow.

Each milli-watershed has a project officer supported by a group of technica executives and
social workers. (A milli-watershed covers about 5,000 to 10,000 hectares, or about 10 times
the area of a microwatershed.) This group asssts village groups in designing and implementing
conservation measures and acts as alink between the village groups and the project officer.

Each village comes up with its own watershed development plan. Villagers engage in an
elaborate planning process that takes into account the welfare of the village as a whole as well
as the preferences of various interest groups. The community conducts arura gppraisal in which
villagers identify problems and solutions and consder what structures should be built. The plan
is then gpproved by a didrict advisory committee. Funds for executing the program are
transferred directly to the loca watershed committee. By mid-1998, government spending in
Jhabua didrict totaled Rs. 165 million ($3.9 million). Nearly three-fourths of the totd was
invested in watershed development works, and most of the money went for labor.

The loca government is structured to provide for widespread participation by villagers in small
groups. To begin with, each conservation sructure is overseen by a user group. As the
structures mainly benefit villagers with property, user groups basicaly represent the landed in the
village. But environmenta improvements may generate new jobs in the village, and the landless
participate in self-help groups to promote employment. Findly, there are women'’ s groups.

The village watershed committee consggts of the charpersons of the user groups, sf-help
groups, and women's groups. The state requires that at least a third of the members of the
watershed committee be women. If there is a shortfdl, the village assembly must nominate
enough women to fulfil the proportiona requirement.

The watershed committee fals under the supervison of the gram sabha, which monitors the
progress of the watershed development plan, makes improvements, reviews accounts, resolves
disputes, and takes action againg officias and village groups when necessary.

Villagers have been encouraged to put asde part of their wages into three loca funds. The first
isavillage fund to maintain water harvesting structures over the long term, as the government
will withdraw after four years. The second is afund for village wdfare and investment. Third are
women'’s funds for thrift and credit. By mid-1998, the maintenance funds had a combined tota
of Rs. 4.8 million ($110,000) across the digtrict. The village welfare funds had saved a totd of
Rs. 4.2 million ($98,000). The women's groups had total deposits of Rs. 24.4 million
($570,000), or about 18 per cent of the project expenditure. Thus, environmenta improvement
has gone hand in hand with economic improvement (Agarwa and Mahapatra 1999).



Table2: Village Institutions For Water shed Development In Jhabua

No. of No. of Average no. of Average no. of
Typeof group institutions = participants members per groups per
group microwater shed
Users 1,668 13,947 8 7
Self-help 1,256 9,699 8 5
Women 1,748 25,506 15 7

Source: Rajiv. Gandhi Mission for Watershed Development. 1998. “Key Findings of Intermediate
Assessment of Watershed Management Programmes in Jhabua District.” Government of Madhya Pradesh.

Difficulties ahead

While the watershed devel opment program of Madhya Pradesh has been a remarkable triumph,
big chalenges lie ahead. Now that the groundwater is being recharged, there is the danger that
the more powerful villagers will begin to exploit the resource through private tube wells.
Bureaucratic regulation of groundwater has not worked anywhere in India, and water tables are
faling rapidly across the country. Even in Madhya Pradesh, officids redlize that their successin
Jhabua has brought them to a precarious place, where they must confront issues of inequity. In
an unprecedented move toward community regulation of water management, sate officids are
proposing that loca watershed committees be given powers to regulate withdrawa of water.

In addition, the government has not been able to match the success of Jhabua in other digtricts,
for avariety of reasons. In some cases, the digtrict leadership has failed to show enough interest
and enterprise. In addition, some villages are intensely dratified. Jhabua is primarily a triba
society and thus relatively homogeneous.

Another problem is that even with a strong community Spirit, local participation has not dways
been strong enough. If the gram sabha holds only a quick meeting and a watershed committee
is st up through nominations, few people in the village are informed and involved, and the
project suffers. Leadership & every levd is critica, from the chief minigter to the didrict
collector to the locd project implementation officer.

Nonetheless, the success of Jhabua offers greet hope, showing that population growth does not
make environmenta degradation inevitable. With a limited, drategic role for state government
and with democracy & the locd level, sound environmental management is possible.



1. Conclusons

Environmental regeneration is not primarily about planting trees but about deepening
democracy. In Sukhomgri, Raegan Siddhi, Alwar, and Jhabua, natura assets began to
accumulate only after communities were mobilized and given the power to manage ther
environment. In each case, the state or a non-governmental organization played a critica role by
giving the community funds to invest and helping it find away around redtrictive nationd laws.

On alarger scae, regeneration could do agreat ded to ease rurd poverty. Urban poverty might
be addressed as well to some degree, as villagers would face less pressure to migrate to the
cities. The urban impact is hard to gauge, however. In each of the cases described, distress
migration decreased. On the other hand, Ralegan Siddhi now |oses residents who leave not out
of desperation but out of a sense that better opportunities await in the towns. Though distress
migration has been diminated in Raegan, total migration has actudly increased (Chopra and
Gulati 1997).

These examples remain few and scattered in large part because of alegal framework that denies
villagers property rights over common lands. In three of the cases described above, the villages,
drictly spesking, are managing the common property illegdly. They have “gppropriated”
control, and after considerable tension and conflict with the state, the parties have reached an
unwritten understanding. Even in Madhya Pradesh, where the state itself has initiated change,
the various government agencies are cooperating under the direct orders of the date’s chief
minister, and the laws reman unchanged. Ecoregeneration on a large scde would require
changesin nationd policy. The fight for such change will require extraordinary perseverance.

As the initigtives have progressed, new issues of property rights have arisen, demanding
enormous inditutiond innovation. In Alwar and Madhya Pradesh, for example, watershed
protection has made more water available, but now there is the risk of depleting the aquifer, as
well as the danger of inequities in digtribution between those who have eectric or diesd pumps
and those who do not. In Alwar, the villagers have set up a river parliament to contend with
these issues. In Madhya Pradesh, the government is conddering giving village watershed
committees the right to set rules over groundwater usage.

In al these cases, progress has been possible because the communities created loca assemblies
that deliberate in the open and invite widespread participation. Indid s nationa laws, which favor
representative democracy at the local level, have faled to foster more widespread progress.
The mog notable example of such falure is Indids rurd employment program, which pays
people during droughts to work on public lands. The program has enormous potentid.
Environmenta regeneration demands a heavy invesment of labor, whether for reforestation,
condruction of water harvesting sructures, or soil conservation. Ordinarily, impoverished
people are not motivated to do this kind of work because the economic returns are not
immediately apparent.
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The government decided in the late 1980s to give rurd employment funds directly to villages
rather than routing the money through government functionaries. But the crucid error was that
the village panchayat, not the gram sabha, was chosen to receive the money. Reports show
that the panchayats have failed to ensure that the villagers are informed about the money or to
consult with resdents about how it is to be used (Agarwd and Narain 1991). With a different
framework for village participation, the rura employment program could become a mgor tool
for ecologica regeneration. Here is a huge opportunity to rebuild naturd capitd.

As the resource base grows, so will the interests of the rich and the powerful in augmenting their
share. Strengthening property rights and village inditutions will become al the more criticd. It
has long been hdd that village inditutions cannot protect the poor againgt powerful vested
interests, and that the best solution is to strengthen outside agencies. Over the last 50-odd years
of India s Independence, however, bureaucracies have themsalves become a handmaiden of the
rich and powerful. Their closed nature engenders corruption, leading only to more inequdity.

The answer lies, again, in fostering democracy. The above case studies show that open and
participatory village inditutions, with clearly defined property rights, are in the best position to
baance competing interests in the community. Of course, this does not mean that conflict will
disappear or that al decisons will serve the interests of the poor. The best we can do is to
provide an inditutiona and lega framework that alows the poor to fight for their rights.
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